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The great expansion in the production of gold in South Africa
in consequence of technical developments in the process of
extraction led to an increase in the world's monetary stock of
gold with a consequent effect on the general level of prices
throughout gold-standard countries. Agriculture benefited as
it had done nearly half a century before, and gradually as the
years followed the depression passed away.

Such was the economic background against which were set
the technical and political changes affecting European agricul-
ture which must now be referred to.

During the half century ending with the outbreak of the
Great War France, in contrast with the other great nations of
western Europe, remained predominantly rural in character.
Although the development of her industries led, as elsewhere,
to a fall in the proportion between her rural and total popula-
tion, between 1876 and 1911 the percentage had only declined
from 67-6 to 55-9.1 With the improvement of roads and the
extension of railways France had begun earlier in the nineteenth
century to develop highly specialized agriculture and with the
reform of the English tariff in the forties, and the establishment
of a quick cross-channel steam service, the British market was
opened to the French agricultural luxury produce, which later
in the century affected the whole agriculture of France. Her
early vegetables, asparagus, mushrooms, prunes, strawberries,
pears, and other fruit soon became known in western Europe.
The dairy industry also rapidly expanded, while the potato at
last overcame the antipathies of the peasants and French pro-
duction expanded between 1887 and 1911 by no less than two-
thirds. But wheat remained the basic crop of the French
agricultural system, and it was wheat more than any other
product of the farm that felt the pressure due to the invasion of
overseas supplies during the prolonged depression of the seven-
ties and eighties. It was wheat therefore that gave an initial
impetus to the upward movement in agricultural tariffs not
only in France but throughout the chief wheat-importing

1 This figure relates to the rural population as a whole and includes other rural
occupations as well as agriculture.